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Abstract  
 
My research project explores connections between Iranian textile designs and western 
abstract painting. Based on the diaspora experience of my own life it investigates how 
the influence of two different creative traditions combined to produce new forms of 
culturally hybrid art. The research examines modernist abstract painting and nomadic 
weaving traditions and considers specific aesthetic issues that are common to both 
despite their separation in time and place. It uses this idea and observations to create 
work that speaks about how art can be a space in which culture can be positively 
combined and enjoyed.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
“This simple story is dedicated to generations of anonymous young carpet weavers who lived and died 
in poverty. Their nimble fingers and inborn artistic talent created masterpieces of weaving, proud 
possessions of museums, palaces, private collectors and home lovers. Their names are unrecorded in 
the annals of carpet history. Their memorial is the beauty they created.” 1 
 
Personal context of my research project. 
 
My family comes from Kerman in Iran. I lived there when I was young before moving 
to the nearby city of Shiraz, one of the most historical cities in the country. It was in this 
period of my life that I became interested in the woven textiles of the Qashqai, nearby 
nomadic peoples whose weavings have become globally famous. When I began to paint 
and to study art, these weavings were my most important influence. In those days I 
knew little about modernist art and the history of abstract painting. In my early 
paintings, I was simply trying to pull the colors and forms from the heart of tribal art 
and pour them on my canvas in an abstract form. I was using ideas about abstract art 
from the Western tradition – but I was not very aware of this at the time. 
 
This thesis looks at how my work developed over time and how it has become a space 
where I explore connections between the tribal weaving traditions from my homeland 
area and the abstract painting styles of modern art in a more in-depth way. 
 
Through my research, I have become more aware that it is not simple when artists use 
different creative influences from other cultures as their inspiration. Many theories 
focus on the idea of cultural exploitation. These theories are often critiques of colonial 
situations or economic exploitation. While these ideas that look at the political side of 
cultural exchange are necessary and relevant, I have decided to focus on how my work 
responds to different sources both pre-modern and modern in a positive way. 
 
I think of my relationship to the carpets as an ‘influence’ rather than an ‘appropriation.' 
In the beginning, I related to them directly as inspiring works of art that used colors and 
designs in a way that I affected me strongly. As I have continued to research more, I 
have become aware of how complex cultural exchange is. I now think these carpets give 
                                                     
1 Jacques Cadry and Barbara Ker Wilson, The Persian Carpet Story (Sydney: Methuen Australia, 
1981). 
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me a sense of belonging to Kerman and Shiraz even though they are not directly part of 
my own family’s culture. They are part of the broader culture of Iran. They connect me 
to a place that is my home. This has made me think about my relationship with them in 
a positive way. 
 
After I finished studying in Shiraz, I moved to Tehran to do a higher degree. It was 
there I began to learn more about modern art and abstract painting. This led me to think 
about connections between the Qashqa’i weavings and Western traditions of art. I began 
to use my paintings to explore this idea that art can be a space where two different 
traditions meet in a positive way. Both creative traditions, nomadic and modernist art, 
are not directly mine. But like many people in the 21st century, I have to try to make 
sense of the feeling I am connected to more than one culture; that part of me is 
connected to a local place, and part of me belongs to a broader global community. Here 
in Australia, there are many languages and many ways of seeing the world. Migrant 
experience has shaped Australian identity in the modern world. It is a word and a 
concept that can be difficult, depending on time and place and who is speaking about 
who. 
 
In this thesis, I look at how my studio research project blends together different 
elements from each aesthetic tradition to create new knowledge about the role of art as a 
way of reflecting and speaking about multiculturalism in the 21st century.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
2 Daniel T. Potts, Nomadism in Iran: From Antiquity to the Modern Era (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014). 
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Overview of the chapters and areas 
 
The first chapter begins by describing how these woven carpets fit into my own life 
story and my earlier work. It then outlines the broader history of the nomadic weaving 
traditions of Central Asia and Caucasia before looking at the specific tribal weavings in 
the area I come from.3 
 
The second chapter focusses on some artists who shaped the history of abstract painting 
in the 20th century. It begins with an overview of this movement and then moves on to 
look at two artists in detail that I am focussing on. In this chapter, I look at parallels 
between woven carpets and American abstract painting that my Master’s work is 
exploring. I made my early work by intuitively mixing elements of these two traditions. 
I did not directly belong to either tradition, but both of them inspire me. As my project 
has progressed this blending together of modern and old has become more deliberate, 
and I am making my work thinking about what these creative traditions share. This 
chapter looks at some of the ways they overlap one another. 
 
I will look at how, although they are quite similar from an aesthetic point of view, these 
traditions are very different kinds of art. I am interested in how they can have some 
visual, aspects in common although they come from very different, traditions, and 
cultures.4  
 
The third chapter investigates the idea of cultural hybridity. Along with my interest in 
color and carpet, I have also been interested in multiculturalism.  This chapter looks at a 
contemporary artist whose work explores the mixing of cultures in the 21st century. 
Although my work does not relate directly to her practice, I have been experimenting 
with cut up carpet pieces for two years. In Rahbar’s work cut up fragments are used to 
investigate Iranian-American dual.5 
  
The conclusion looks in more detail at the idea of cultural fusion in art. Using the 
example, it will argue that art can act as a bridge between cultures in the modern world 
by producing work that combines influences from different cultures. 
                                                     
3 James Opie, Tribal Rugs of Southern Persia (Portland, Or: James Opie Oriental rugs, 1981). 
4 Hamid Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art, New Perspectives (London: Saqi books, 2013). 
5 Sara Rahbar, "Artist Statement "  https://www.sararahbar.com/artist-statement. 
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CHAPTER ONE: NOMADIC WEAVING 
Introduction 
I have always felt a strong connection with the design of the Persian carpet and my 
paintings have drawn heavily on their influence. When I was doing my bachelor degree 
in Shiraz, I became familiar with hand-woven carpets of nomads people near Shiraz. I 
felt a strong connection with the design of their carpets and my first paintings drew 
heavily on their influence. In my first paintings, I produced work that reflected my 
feelings for these carpets. My paintings were very detailed showing a different range of 
colors very similar to nomad carpets in an aesthetic point of view. My painting, 
Diaspora (fig.1) is related to this period. After a while, having done more research 
about nomad people of Fars, and I became interested in the stories behind their 
artworks. The roots of the Gabbeh, the carpets that I was influenced by, come from 
Shiraz, the town where I studied for my bachelor degree. It was there I became familiar 
with them. Shiraz is a historical town located in the south of Iran. It has lots of 
mountains and desert surrounding it, and these are home to the nomad peoples of the 
Qashqai confederacy. Gabbeh weavings are made mostly by Qashqa’i and Lor tribes.6 
 
 
Figure 1. Farina Salehi, Diaspora, 2011, mixed media, 100 x 70cm. sold at Jahannama 
Museum, Niyavaran Palace, Tehran, Iran, 2011. 
 
 
                                                     
6 Opie, Tribal Rugs of Southern Persia. 
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Qashqa’i carpets 
The weavings that influenced me the most are those connected to the Qashqa’i. 
Qashqa’i carpets have become famous all over the world because of their sharp colors 
and simple designs. We can see this simplicity in (fig. 2) Qashqa’i Gabbeh. These tribal 
people live in various parts of Iran, and their tribal confederacy is complex. One of the 
largest populations lives in the provinces of Fars in the rural area around the city of 
Shiraz where I obtained my bachelor degree. The Qashqa’i tribes make woven utensils 
which reflect their culture, beliefs and their way of living. Nomads live in close contact 
with the natural environment. I am drawn to the way they have to be physically strong 
and work hard to survive but can still maintain a strong artistic instinct which is 
expressed  
in the form of carpets, salt bags, clothing and jewelry. Such treasures kept in the hands 
and hearts of women and men of the tribes are passed down from one generation to the 
next. This makes the carpets seem precious nowadays especially when contrasted with 
modern science, mechanization and mass-produced goods. This is one of the reasons 
why people the world over can relate to the decorative traditions of nomadic cultures.7 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Qashqa’i Gabbeh, 19th century, wool pile, 196 x 124 cm. Edwin M. 
Zimmerman Collection, Washington D.C.  
                                                     
7Ali Hosori, The Elements of Traditional Design in Iran (Tehran: Cheshmeh press, 2001). 
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Weaving history 
The first complex civilizations developed in the fertile crescent of the Middle East 
around six thousand years ago not far from Shiraz. Because the Qashqa’i designs are 
only in fabric and because nomadic peoples leave no trace in archaeology we cannot 
know where these designs began or how long they have been used. But connections in 
the way designs are spread across central Asian tell us the tradition is very old. 
Very little is known about the development of early fabrics because textiles do not last. 
The Pazyryk rug (4th BC) was found in Altai Mountains of Siberia and is one of the 
oldest known rugs in the world. It has a high knot counts and very impressive 
technique. In (fig. 3) The Pazyryk rug, Excavated in barrow 5, by S. R. Rudenko in 
1947. In its basic design layout and in some of its motifs it is related to the linked set of 
symbols and motifs that define the central Asian, Anatolian and Persian tribal rugs 
today.8 This and other fragments found across these regions show the design tradition is 
of great age and is widely spread. Some motifs in Central Asian carpets are taken from 
Chinese traditions. Other earlier fabric fragments preserved in bogs in northern Europe 
also use very fine threads and have very sophisticated techniques, although they have 
their own different design tradition. We can, therefore, say that weaving has been an 
important part of Human culture since prehistoric times.  
 
Figure 3. The Pazyryk rug, 5th century B.C., wool pile, 200 x 189 cm. Hermitage 
Museum, Leningrad. Excavated by S. R. Rudenko in 1947. 
                                                     
8 Ian Bennett, The Country Life Book of Rugs & Carpets of the World (London, New York: Country Life 
Books, 1978). 
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Even though the designs for Qashqai textile traditions strongly identified with specific 
tribal identities, they are closely related to a very broad shared set of weaving designs. 
They stretch from the Turkomen and Uzbek areas in central Asia down through 
Afghanistan to Baluchistan and the Indian Ocean in the south, then across to Iran to the 
Persian Gulf and then north through Syria and central Anatolia to southern Bulgaria. 
Although this covers a vast area, many common design elements are used in different 
ways in the weavings of these tribal cultures. It is an extremely old tradition. It is 
interesting to me because although it shares a design language across a vast area each of 
the particular design ‘belongs’ to different tribal groupings and their histories. This 
shows how communities can use common things in a special way to create their own 
very strong identity and history.9 
 
 
Figure 4. Mamassani Lor Gabbeh, 3rd quarter 20th century, wool pile on wool and goat 
hair foundation, 186 x 134 cm. Rodolfo Sorio Collection, Italy.  
 
 
                                                     
9 M.K. Zephyr Amir, Supreme Persian Carpets; Oriental Carpets (Rutland, Vt.: C. E. Tuttle, 1972). 
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Scholars have tried to work out the history of different designs but because the fabric 
does not last it is hard to trace very far back. It is believed that the roots of carpet 
weaving started with nomadic peoples central Asia and northern Persia. As towns and 
larger cities spread, weaving developed as an industry in them. There has been a cross-
fertilisation between the nomadic rugs and the luxury weaving produced in the towns. 
The first town based workshops mass producing carpets from set patterns started in 
Persian Safavid towns in the16th century – so the contrast between tribal made and 
‘factory’ made weavings has a long history.10 
 
One of the ways we know how old some designs are is because they are found in 
European paintings. The carpets the 16th-century German painter Hans Holbein 
included in some of his portraits are the most famous example of this. There two groups 
of carpets named after his paintings called ‘small pattern Holbein’ and ‘large pattern 
Holbein.' One of the best examples is in the Piccolo Mini Library in the Siena Duomo 
completed in the early years of the 16th century. In the painting, we can see a tri-octagon 
rug including squares within the octagons. The rug has a wide green border with 
striking designs. Even though the artist has cut out lots of details the carpet sits in the 
main part of the painting and the designs are recognizable. The rugs in this painting can 
be easily connected to 19th-century weaving traditions. From these comparisons, it is 
thought the early Holbein rugs may have woven in Bergama in western Anatolia, but 
there are also similarities with central Caucasian rugs as well. We can also see a touch 
of Turkoman weavings in the rugs; the use of octagonal motifs, with rich red in the 
background color of the rugs. The Holbein rugs demonstrate that cultural exchange and 
influence between east and west has been going on for many centuries.11 
Central Asia, Anatolia, and Iran are areas that have many cultural links because of the 
population shifts caused by invasions and trade over many centuries. Like Eastern 
Europe, this area has been invaded many times by waves of nomads moving west from 
central Asia and Mongolia. This area was also affected by the Arab expansion of the 
Islamic empire from the 7th century onwards. Modern Iran was a meeting ground for 
these two forces for many centuries. In roughly 1037, after the victory over the 
remnants of the Abbasid Empire the Seljuk Turkomen peoples settled in central Iran and 
Iraq for the first time adding to the culture and language. They also settled in Azerbaijan 
and Hamadan where they can still be found today along with many Persian pile carpets 
                                                     
10 Bennett, The Country Life Book of Rugs & Carpets of the World.11-44. 
11 Ibid.95-97. 
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designs have that have Turkoman heritage. The evidence suggests that motifs and 
symbols are a vocabulary which has built up over the centuries and that this deep 
heritage is alive today even in machine produced weavings.  
 
Qashqa’i weaving 
The carpet weavings I am most interested in are those made by the Qashqa’i. These can 
be found in the provinces of Fars, Mazandaran, and Gilan and continue to the south-
west. These tribal nomads move from one place to another to feed their stock according 
to changes in the seasons. They weave pile carpets, many of which have similar in 
design and motifs to those found in Turkmen, Baluchi, and Yuruk weavings. They share 
a common heritage of symbols.12 
 
Gabbeh 
One of the best-known Iranian woven tribal rug types is called Gabbeh. The word 
Gabbeh refers to the characteristic of Gabbeh which means something natural or raw, 
uncut or ‘in the rough.’ 
 
In the 1970s they began their path to global popularity. Gabbehs share a similar set of 
symbols and designs to the overall body of oriental Persian carpets but have a distinct 
identity in their design and in the way they are woven. Gabbeh designs tend to be more 
basic and have a simplicity that has made them popular. In (Fig. 5) Qashqa’i two-sided 
Gabbeh, is a good example of their basic design. Their weaving technique is not as fine 
as other carpets, and they use fewer knots compared to most other rugs, sometimes with 
the very long pile. Because of their sharp colors and simple designs, Gabbeh has 
become very popular around the world.13  
 
 
 
                                                     
12 Amir, Supreme Persian Carpets; Oriental Carpets.5-6. 
13 Parviz Tanavoli, Gabbeh Art Underfoot (Tehran, Iran: Yassavoli press, 2004).58-59. 
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Figure 5. Qashqa’i two-sided Gabbeh, 3rd quarter 19th century, wool pile, 186 x 153 cm. 
Private Collection. 
 
Figure 6. Mamassani Lor gabbeh, 3rd quarter 20th century, wool pile, 174 x 105 cm. 
Private collection, ex-coll. Georges D. Bornet.  
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The design of Qashqa’i Gabbeh (Concentric Design): 
 
There are many differences between Gabbeh and the larger body of nomadic weavings 
to which they belong but their most significant distinguishing trait is clearly the 
simplicity of their designs. Although they can be complex there are many Gabbeh 
designs are extremely simple, especially when compared to the more intricate floral 
carpets and geometric designs found throughout central Asia and the Middle East. 
There is no doubt this is an important factor when accounting for their contemporary 
global popularity. Their bold, pared back designs appeal to modern taste. This intuitive 
simplicity resonates with developments in fields such as modernist geometric 
abstraction, modernist architecture and interior design across the twentieth century. 
Although this alignment is coincidental the parallels are nonetheless very interesting. 
In Western minimalism, for instance, the idea was floated that form speaks for itself; 
form can be self-sufficient and need not refer to anything but itself. The work speaks for 
itself; nothing more and nothing less. It aspired to an abstraction so pure that there is no 
need to interpret it, we only can stand in front of it and respond directly to its presence. 
This echoes aspects of Iranian mysticism relating to the idea of the ‘minimum’ or ‘least 
possible’. A phrase associated with this idea is ‘ask nothing from nothing for there is 
nothing beyond nothing’. This is highly reminiscent of the ambitions of minimalism. 
Why the Qashqa’i was particularly drawn to this pared-back aesthetic is something that 
we can only speculate about. One body of scholarship points an ancient Persian belief 
system that interprets the universe through specific number patterns. In this mythology, 
the universe developed in several stages and over different periods of time. According 
to this belief, the whole formation took place in six stages, each of which had a unique 
time frame. The sky formed in forty days, the earth in seventy, and the water in fifty-
five. The entire system and process are much more complex – but this example gives an 
insight into the underlying role of numbers in the cosmology. In the concentric designs, 
weaver’s referred to this by using various squares to make the central design.  Some of 
the carpets in this category have mystic intellectual implications. They represent the 
stage of life in an abstract pictorial design. Starting with the world of being and 
finishing with the essence of existence. For each weaver, the number of stages is 
different sometimes 3three, five, seven or more. 
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CHAPTER TWO: AMERICAN ABSTRACT PAINTING 
 
Introduction 
This chapter looks at connections between Abstract Modernist painting and carpet 
weaving traditions. It starts with a survey of two key artists associated with this kind of 
painting, Jackson Pollock, and Mark Rothko. It then investigates how this different 
tradition of creativity is connected to the carpets that first inspired me in Shiraz. It then 
looks at how I have experimentally combined these two contrasting traditions in my 
work. 
 
I am interested in Abstract Painting movement because of the influence it has  had on 
my work. By the time I was in art school in Iran abstract painting was a part of 
contemporary art, so I was unaware that it caused so much controversy when it first 
appeared in the 1950’s. For me, abstraction is a style I used because it allows me to 
translate my feelings for the Qashqa’i weavings in a personal way. Researching the key 
Abstract Expressionist artists it is interesting to see how their theories compare with the 
way I used ideas inspired by the nomadic rugs. 
 
American Abstraction 
Abstraction had its origins in European modernism where the idea of producing non-
representational artworks was first explored by Russian constructivists and supremacists 
and by artists associated with De Stijl and The Blue Rider groups. In the decades 
following 1900 modern art had been given a boost in Europe by Pablo Picasso and 
Georges Braque’s invention of collage. The Parisian cubism that followed from 1909 to 
1914 period inspired some artists to break the boundaries of representation and leave all 
recognizable imagery out of their art. This revolution of nonobjective or abstract art 
occurred at the same time as the catastrophe of World War I. Between the 1920s and 
1930s, the concept of abstract art was explored in Bauhaus academies in Germany. 
 
During the world World War II, a new surge of interest in abstraction occurred in New 
York and a new approach to abstract painting was pioneered by a group of artists 
working there. Abstract Expressionist born in the middle of a huge tragic era of modern 
Western history. “Overcoming nihilism” to apply Nietzsche’s phrase; “re-evaluate all 
values.” They tried to renew a purpose to human life in the darkest period of western 
13 
 
civilization. Abstract expressionism came out of human affairs, spirit and mythic pattern 
to leave aside the concept of technology, science, and mechanization in the modern 
world.14   
Abstract Expressionism, as it came to be called, began to reach mainstream audiences. 
When Peggy Guggenheim started publicising their work at her ‘Art of this Century’ 
Gallery in New York in the 1940s and 1950’s. This is the first time a new art style had 
been pioneered outside of Europe, even though some of the painters in it were émigrés 
who had fled to New York because of World War II. It is interesting to me that it was a 
mix of different cultures that helped create the new style.15 
 
I am going to look now at the work of two artists, Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko. 
They are among the most famous artists of this group. Many different artists were part 
of the movement, but these two are the ones whose work is most linked to my painting. 
 
Mark Rothko 
Mark Rothko was born in 1903 in Dvinsk, Russia and died in1970 in New York. Born 
Marcus Rothkowitz he moved with his family to the United States when he was only six 
years old because of religious beliefs.16 
During the 1930s his work, inspired by Cezanne, Matisse, Weber and Milton Avery 
who was a Rothko’s adviser, was mainly figurative. His first solo exhibition was in the 
fall of 1933 at Peggy Guggenheim’s New York gallery. In 1942, encouraged by Dali, de 
Chirico, Miro, and Max Ernst he shifted to a surrealist style. This period continued until 
just before a revolutionary change in the late 1940s when he began to paint the large 
color field paintings he is famous for. He worked on many variations of these until his 
death in February 1970.17 
The most important element in his paintings is color. From 1949 on Rothko’s favorite 
format was a rectangular canvas with two or three rectangular shapes differing in the 
field but without picture edge. In his paintings color was far deeper than the forms; we 
can see a range of different range of hues, saturation, and contrast. These are rendered 
with flat and brushy textures creating a different contrast of colors and tones that all 
                                                     
14 Stephen Polcari, Abstract Expressionism and the Modern Experience (New York: Press Syndicate of 
the University of Cambridge, 1991).3-4. 
15 Kirk Varnedoe, Picture of Nothing: Abstract Art since Pollock (Washington, DC: National Gallery of 
Art, 2003).1-6. 
16 Mark  Rothko, Mark Rothko (New York: Hatje Cantz 2001).22-26. 
17 James W. Hamilton, A Psychoanalytic Approach to Visual Artists (Karnac Books, 2012).1-24. 
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work in relation to the sharp or smooth edge. He is considered the artist of his 
generation most expert at the formation of different tones by the layering of various 
paints. This shows still shows in the different depths and different color values of his 
paintings. In his simplicity, he was almost apart among his contemporaries. 
In (Fig. 7) we can see the simplicity of Rothko’s painting and his interest in creating 
slightly discordant harmonies with the juxtaposition of similar reds, yellows, and 
oranges.18 
 
 
Figure 7. Mark Rothko, No. 5 (No. 22), 1950. Oil on canvas, The Museum of Modern 
Art, New York, Gift of the Artist, 1969. 
 
Rothko’s approach to color was very different from other abstract painters. According 
to the American art critic, Harold Rosenberg ‘Rothko had reduced painting to volume, 
tone, and colour, with colour as the vital element.’19 
 
                                                     
18 Jeffrey Weiss, Mark Rothko (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1998). 
19 Ibid. 
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Rothko work categorized as color field painting. Colour Field painting developed in 
New York around the middle of the 1940s and 1950s, and it was a subset of abstract 
painting. It is the type of abstract painting and the period of late modernist abstraction 
that conects to the designs and carpets that I am interested.  
 
Rothko didn’t like being categorized as an abstract expressionist or having his later 
paintings labeled geometric abstraction. Why he objected and what he thought his work 
was about is a question that art historians have spent a large amount of time 
investigating.  Rothko’s art is full of color and his statements full of cultural resonances 
and biographical references.20 The connection between abstract color fields and 
passionate personal history is something I relate to. 
 
Rothko was attracted to the idea of connecting concepts and themes from various 
mythological epics and religious moralities. He was passionate about concepts that 
related to the pain, sacrifice, and death that came from his Christian background and his 
attraction to crucifixion imagery. In his later works, the subject was less specific. 
 
Rothko’s spirituality was unusual in the art world of the time. It could be seen as 
coming from the immigrant experience. One way of understanding the tensions in his 
work is to see it as an attempt to find a place for the spiritual and mystical feelings from 
his Russian Jewish religious background in the modern world of New York.21 Many 
researchers have looked into his work from this perspective, explaining its relationship 
to different spiritual ideas and the coexistence of these various strands.  
Although many artists explored different cultural influences in their art, Rothko’s work 
is one of the most well-known examples of this idea. In the 1950s the public started to 
pay attention to the metaphysical feature of Rothko’s abstract work, especially after the 
installation ‘Rothko room’ at the Tate gallery. The scale of his canvases, the size of his 
forms and the vibrant color of his paintings, shows the relationship between the limit 
and limitless that invade the intimate territory of the viewer.22  
 
                                                     
20 Kirk Varnedoe and Pepe Karmel, Jackson Pollock (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 
1998).31-47. 
21 Hamilton, A Psychoanalytic Approach to Visual Artists.16-19. 
22 Rina Arya, "Reflections on the Spiritual in Rothko," Religion and the Arts 20, no. 3 (2016). 
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Mark Rothko always argued for an open relationship between his paintings and the 
viewer. In his mind, the meaning of an artwork lies in its interplay with the viewer. For 
Rothko art was all about joining the artworks and viewer like in a ‘marriage of minds.'23 
 
Jackson Pollock 
Jackson Pollock is perhaps the most famous of all the Abstract Expressionist painters. 
He was born in 1912 in Cody, Wyoming and grew up in Arizona and California. In 
1930 he followed his older brother to New York where they both enrolled in the same 
art class. Like Rothko, he first experimented with some different styles developed by 
European Avant-Garde movements. 
 
In 1943 he joined Peggy Guggenheim’s gallery, and in 1945 he married Lee Krasner, a 
fellow painter. Both these women had a great impact on his work’s development and 
legacy. Over time he gradually evolved his technique of drip painting onto canvasses 
laid flat on the ground. This technique and his style were suddenly made famous when 
Life magazine featured his work in 1949. This was the same year that Rothko started 
painting his abstract works.24 
 
While living in Arizona, he became interested in the sand paintings of the Native 
Americans. His father was a surveyor, and he sometimes went with him on work trips. 
It was on these he saw the sand paintings.25 
The lines in Pollock’s paintings are free from the function of describing objects and free 
from the duty of representing figures and forms. His paintings are flat on the surface of 
the canvas and do not have perspective. Pollock did sometimes make cultural references 
in his titles (like Rothko) but also moved away form this and began numbering his 
works. He did this because he wanted viewers to ‘look passively and try to receive what 
the painting has to offer and not bring a subject matter or preconceived idea of what 
they are looking for.’ Like Rothko, he was interested in the way abstraction could invite 
the viewer to interact with the image openly.26 One of his early and very well-known 
paintings, (Fig. 8), Number 1A, 1948, was purchased by MOMA (Museum of a Modern 
Art) in 1949.27 
                                                     
23 Rothko, Mark Rothko.56-60. 
24 Evelyn Toynton, Jackson Pollock (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2012).49-60. 
25 Morgan Falconer, "Pollock the Shaman," The world of interiors 33 (2013). 
26 Toynton, Jackson Pollock.113-122. 
27 Varnedoe and Karmel, Jackson Pollock.259. 
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Figure 8. Jackson Pollock, Number 1A, 1949, Oil and enamel and on canvas. 63 in. x 8 
ft. 8 in. The Museum of Modern Art, New York.  
 
Although it is a very early work, it contains all of the key elements of his painting style. 
His concerns were not about the perspective or images of things but rather about the 
emotional effect of painting itself and the direct response of the observer. The scale of 
his painting related to the painter’s body, not the picture of a body, and the frame for it 
was the surface of the canvas itself. The painting is flat with hardly any perspective but 
has lots of details due to the movement and physical energy that is expressed. Because 
of the way it showed the traces of the painter’s movements this style became known as 
‘Action painting.'28 He didn’t use an easel to paint, but he painted on the floor. It was 
very similar to the Navajo sand paintings that he’d seen when he was a child in the 
Southwest. His paintings acknowledged an entirely new sort of freedom. Pollock 
described it as ‘the freedom to move around the painting as he worked.'29 One great 
example of these series is a painting called Blue Poles (Fig 9). In this painting, we can 
see the immediate joy that artist create at the time without thinking or planning from the 
beginning. 
 
                                                     
28 Frank O'Hara, Jackson Pollock (New York: George Braziller, 1959).75-113. 
29 Toynton, Jackson Pollock.115-122. 
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Figure 9. Jackson Pollock, Blue Poles, 1952, the Royal Academy of Arts, London,                   
England. 
 
Like Rothko, there was a lot of different opinions about what these paintings were 
about. Pollock himself said less than Rothko. He was content to let the art critic 
Clement Greenberg explain what he was doing. His fame and success have a lot to do 
with the close relationship between these two men. I will look at Greenberg’s ideas in 
the next section. First I want to look at the things Pollock said about his art. 
 
In a statement about his work he said: 
“My paintings does not come from the easel. I hardly ever stretched my canvas before 
painting. I prefer to tack the unscratched canvas to the hard wall or the floor. I need a 
resistance of a hard surface. On the floor, I am more at ease. I feel nearer, more a part 
of the painting, since this way I can walk around it, work from the four sides and 
literally be in the painting. This is akin to the method of the Indian sand painting of the 
West. I continue to get further away from the usual painter’s tools such as easel, 
brushes, etc. I prefer sticks, trowels, knives and dripping fluid paint or a heavy impasto 
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with sand, broken glass and other foreign matter added.” Jackson Pollock, My 
Painting, 1956.30 
 
Because of his alcohol problem Pollock had some Jungian psychotherapy. This was 
where he first began to explore unconscious drawing as a technique.31 His interest in 
Jungian psychology guided him to begin exploring totems and symbols in masks, 
especially the ritualistic sand paintings of Navajo Indians. He was inspired by the 
technique they used standing on the canvas and going with the flow of the human body 
to start the painting. In Navajo culture, the concept of sandpainting was that it was made 
and used all for a particular ceremony and was destroyed on the same day. Therefore 
there are only a few samples of sand painting preserved in the Museums.32 
 
Pollock sometimes talked about his work mystically. Like Rothko, he felt there was 
something spiritual in his aims. In his action process, he felt he could reach a state of 
limitless space, no boundaries. His movement was immediately art. He did not need to 
force it through and did not need to have plans or use aesthetic theories. He felt that 
movement set him free.33 
 
As well as investigating the idea’s Jackson Pollock had about his paintings it is also 
necessary to consider the wider public response to his work. He was undoubtedly the 
most well-known artist of the group and one of the most famous artists of the 20th 
century. This makes interpretations of his work important and a mirror of how Modern 
Art was understood by the wider society. In the first half of the 20th century, Avant-
garde art was often reacted to in the same way. At first, only a small cultural elite 
supported new artists, and then, as time passed, these styles became slowly popular until 
they, at last, became ‘mainstream.' By the middle of the century, these two opinions 
were happening almost at the same time. Pollock became famous and was praised in the 
popular media even though he was still being attacked by the ‘mainstream.' This it is the 
first time this happened in the history of Modern Art. It happened because of a Life 
magazine article and because of Clement Greenberg’s support. 
 
                                                     
30 Ibid. 
31 Judith Prescott, "Jackson Pollock and Native American Unconscious," Review of Pollock and 
Shamanism exhibition Paris 2008  (2008). 
32 Falconer, "Pollock the Shaman." 
33 O'Hara, Jackson Pollock.43-48. 
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In October 1948, Life magazine promoted a debate in which an international panel was 
asked to give their opinion on the question is ‘modern art, considered as a whole, a good 
or bad development.’ At the time Life was a very famous weekly magazine in the 
United States and was conservative in its views. It criticised modern art and 
contemporary painters and portrayed them as divorced from any moral value ‘with no 
ethical or theological references.’34 
 
Members of the panel were requested to consider one of the Pollock’s abstract painting 
called Cathedral that was copied in color in the magazine. It was dark in coloring, 
mostly white and black and grey with very fine yellow and orange lines shining 
throughout it. Greenberg acclaimed it as ‘one of the best paintings recently produced in 
this country’ while others such as Aldous Huxley and the director of London’s Victoria 
and Albert Museum remained unconvinced. Huxley described it as ‘like a panel for a 
wallpaper which is repeated indefinitely around the wall.’  Another panel member, a 
professor of philosophy, said it would make ‘a pleasant design for a necktie.’ 
 
In August 1949 the five million readers of Life magazine read Greenberg’s question 
about Pollock ‘Is he the greatest living painter in the United States?’ and the magazine 
received a huge amount of feedback to the article. This publicity sealed Jackson 
Pollock’s fame. But it did not answer the question of whether his work was ‘great art’ or 
only ‘decoration.'35 And this question is one that is still interesting to me because of my 
combining abstract paintings influence with the influence of nomadic carpets.  Fame did 
not make Jackson happy, and his alcoholism slowly got worse. He died when he 
crashed his car while drunk in 1956. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
34 Ken Carpenter, "Clement Greenberg,"  Oxford Art Online (2015), Accessed via Oxford Art Online. 
35 O'Hara, Jackson Pollock.66-70. 
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Clement Greenberg 
 
American abstract painting was a very large art movement with many artists involved, 
and a wide range of ideas was explored. At the time and especially later on this 
movement became closely associated with the writings of the American art critic 
Clement Greenberg. Even though many of the artists talked about ideas such ‘self-
examination, self-reassurance, and self-expression’ it was the theories of modern art that 
Greenberg wrote about that became the most important voice for the new art. Greenberg 
was the art critic for the Life weekly magazine. This meant he played a key role in the 
development of the Abstract expressionist movement 
 
In one of his famous early articles called ‘Avant-Garde and Kitsch,’ he argued that real 
avant-garde art is the result of an awareness of the revolution of critical thought and it 
can resist the declining culture in both communist and capitalist civilization. Kitsch, 
according to Greenberg, was the result of the mechanized production of goods for 
consumption by the laboring class. He believed society craved a better culture but did 
not have the resources or education to appreciate the innovation of Avant-Garde culture. 
 
Greenberg believed that the best avant-garde artists were arising in America and not 
Europe. He specifically supported Jackson Pollock as the best artist of his generation. 
And remembered him as the artists with the ‘all-over’ expressionist canvases. In the 
article named ‘American-Type Painting’ in 1955, Greenberg supported abstract painting 
and named artists Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Barnett Newman and Hans 
Hofmann. He argued these painters were important because they were moving closer to 
a new kind of ‘flatness’ of the picture plane. 
 
This is one of his key ideas. The term he used to explain why it was important was 
‘medium specificity.' According to Greenberg modern painting was all about the 
medium. Influenced by architecture where the idea of ‘truth to materials’ had been very 
important to the development of modern building styles he thought all art had to take 
into account the actual materials and medium they used.  In the case of painting, this 
meant paying attention to the fact that in reality paintings are two-dimensional surfaces. 
He felt new art should emphasis this flatness, instead to trying to hide it like most art 
since the Renaissance by creating the illusion of depth. 
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Clement Greenberg thought Pollock's abstract style did not use the illusion of depth or 
perspective; it was essentially a very ‘flat’ style. This fitted in well with Greenberg's 
point of view of art history that saw progress as a continuous purification of the 
medium. 
 
Over time Greenberg worried that some Abstract Expressionism had been ‘reduced to a 
set of mannerisms’ and so began he looking to an advanced set of artists who left 
factors such as subject matter out of their work altogether. To identify them as different 
from Abstract Expressionism Greenberg named the movement Post-painterly 
Abstraction or Painterly Abstraction.36  
 
Commonalities between weaving and abstract expressionism 
When I moved to Sydney I began looking at the abstract expressionism in greater depth 
I became interested in using the two traditions together, modern and tribal, in my 
paintings to speak about my experience. In my painting  (Fig 10), ‘Weaving the 
Memories series’, I did not want to talk directly about the different experiences of my 
life, so I decided to speak indirectly about it by combining these two abstract traditions. 
In this painting, I am using lines which reminds me of lines and threads in the carpets in 
the abstract form. Even though they were very different, some things seem to be similar 
to both aesthetic traditions. In this final section, I look at these commonalities. 
 
                                                     
36 Carpenter, "Clement Greenberg". 
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Figure 10. Farina Salehi, Weaving the memories series, 2011, Oil and Bitumen on 
canvas, 100 x 70cm. Sold at Jahannama Museum, Niyavaran Palace, Tehran, Iran, 2011. 
 
 
 
Decoration 
The first thing is that links them for me is that they both are decorative in their way and 
at the same time express deep feelings and hold important meanings for the weavers and 
the painters who made them. It is clear that the carpets are decoration. No-one gets 
upset if we say this. But if we look closer, we easily understand how significant they are 
to the tribal traditions they represent and how they have strong and mythical meanings 
for the nomads.37 The same is true of the Abstract paintings. We know they had a deep 
meaning for Rothko and Pollock because of what they said about them and how they 
were written about by Greenberg and others. But if we look and some of the things that 
were said we see also there is an anxiety that they might be close to decoration. The 
critic on the Life panel dismissed them as ‘wallpaper’ as if looking ‘decorative’ was a 
bad thing, and Greenberg was worried that abstract expressionism was becoming 
‘weak.'38 Greenberg was worried that abstraction was becoming decoration and a 
                                                     
37 Potts, Nomadism in Iran: From Antiquity to the Modern Era.2-18. 
38 O'Hara, Jackson Pollock.77-81. 
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‘kitsch’ art for the people. At that time it was hard for critics to say the paintings looked 
good just because of their colors and composition.39 Nowadays we are not so worried to 
say they are beautiful artworks because people accept that artworks can have aesthetic 
value and still have deeper meanings as well.  
 
Medium specificity 
The second common area is Greenberg’s concept of ‘medium specificity’ and the idea 
that good art should accept the limitations of the medium and material they are created 
with.40  In my view both the carpets and abstract paintings respond to the flat 
rectangular or square space they use and make this into a strength rather than a limit. 
Although they do this in different ways, they are still both thinking about the mediums 
they use and the rectangular shape they are made on. 
 
A loom is set up as a grid. This means that carpet designs for many centuries have been 
based on the shape of the loom. If we look at a lot of carpets, we see their design is 
reinforcing the basic shape of the rectangle. Instead of becoming a problem the grid is 
used as part of the design. In this way designs of carpets are ‘specific to their medium’ 
of the loom and weaving. 
 
Pollock’s and Rothko’s paintings also responded to the rectangular shape of the canvas. 
Pollock did this by filling the canvas completely and evenly. This meant the overall 
design directly reflected the shape of the canvas. Rothko used the shape of the canvas in 
a very direct way too. He used only simple rectangles to make up the composition of his 
paintings. These always echoed the frame and created a harmony within the canvas.41 
There is a visual similarity between some of Rothko’s paintings and some of the most 
basic of the Qashqa’i rugs for this reason. 
 
With the weavings, we see the basic design of carpets is always ‘pixelated.' The patterns 
are made up as if on a grid, and every element must be rendered in little blocks of color. 
This is because of the way the threads are woven together. This sharp edge of the design 
is always square because it is ‘specific to the medium.'42 
 
                                                     
39 Carpenter, "Clement Greenberg". 
40 Ibid. 
41 Weiss, Mark Rothko.217-225. 
42 Tanavoli, Gabbeh Art Underfoot.44-45. 
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With Pollock and Rothko we see that although the design reflects the squareness of the 
canvass the actual marks reflect the softness of paint. The blurring or dripping of paint 
is a very important effect in these two artists work, and it is emphasized by their 
painting techniques.  The ‘liquid’ feeling that is part of the medium of paint contrasts 
with the ‘gridded’ effect caused by the threads woven together.  
 
Edges and borders 
Another thing that is shared by both traditions is the way they use the edge of the design 
or painting. The composition of the carpets and the paintings are spread very evenly 
across the whole surface. In both traditions, people speak of ‘the field of color’ when 
talking about them. This a way of describing the idea that they are a field filled evenly 
with color and only the boundary is the edge of the canvas or carpet. For this reason, if 
we look we can see that both painters and weavers pay careful attention to the borders 
of their compositions. 
 
The border areas of carpet designs can look simple, but they are very carefully balanced 
and can be very complex. They are the part of the design that makes the carpet fit into 
space it is in. They are like frames that are woven into the design already.  It is an 
interesting fact is that carpets are often identified by the edge design more than the 
central field. The coarse end banding at the ends of each weaving is also an important 
way a carpet can be identified. 
 
The abstract paintings of Pollock and Rothko give a lot of care to the ‘edge’ areas, just 
like the carpets. Like the carpets, our attention is mostly on the main area of the canvas 
and the ‘field’ of colour. But if we stop to take notice it is edges that create the tension 
for the whole work to succeed. 
In Pollock’s work, it is a soft, natural border that seems to be almost accidental. Many 
lines cross over the edge of the canvas but many stops just before it. This is done very 
intuitively. The border is for some marks but others it’s not; some lines cross it, and 
some lines respect it. This creates a tension at the borders of the painting. 
In Rothko’s paintings, he carefully gets close to the hard line of the canvas edge. Like in 
the carpets but blurry he sometimes makes narrow bands along the edge to make the 
field of the color ends gently not to finish too suddenly. 
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All of these aesthetic issues are things I have looked at in my paintings. I use the whole 
canvas as the frame and consider the way my paintings approach the edge. Like the 
weavings, my work often has a central design. I also think that there is a floating feeling 
to the way my works look.  
 
 
 
Figure 11. Farina Salehi, Madder, 2015, Oil, and Bitumen on canvas, 120 x 120cm. 
Sold at The Other Art Fair Sydney 2015. 
 
 
I am interested in the connections and contrasts between traditional cultural roots and 
the modern world.  That’s why I have tried to create artworks that depict my cultural 
identity and recent experiences in my life. My art practice explores the relationship 
between these two traditions in different ways. My works are very geometrical 
organized and simple, and they have a relationship to the edge of the canvas. The 
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connection of my paintings with the edge of the canvas was not intentional, and it just 
happened in all of my works. Although my works are very simple, I am using different 
materials to finish them. I am using Oil painting to pitchman, threads and collected 
textiles from my hometown. In (Fig 12), Path to Paradise, I used a combination of lines 
to finish my artwork. 
 
 
 
Figure 12. Farina Salehi, Path to paradise, 2015. Oil and Bitumen on canvas, 120 x 150 
cm. Exhibited at The Other Art Fair Sydney 2015 and Examination Exhibition Sydney 
College of the Arts, SCA 2017. 
 
For instance, in (Fig 13), Weaving the memories series, I am weaving my thoughts, 
memories, and feelings that I have experienced in my life. I use threads on some of my 
paintings and like my woven carpet, each of my paintings telling us a story about my 
life and culture in two different worlds Iran & Australia. In my work, I am drawing 
lines to finish my paintings, and to me, they are similar to the lines that exist in the 
carpets which they are a combination of thousands of knots. Finish one line in carpet 
takes days and nights, so I thought there are a life and story behind each line. 
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Figure 13. Farina Salehi, Weaving the memories series, 2011, 110 x 90 cm, private 
collection. 
 
 
Figure 14. Farina Salehi, Weaving the memories series, 2016, sewing on the canvas, 120 
x 90 cm. Exhibited at Examination Exhibition at the Sydney College of the Arts, SCA 
2017. 
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CHAPTER THREE: CULTURAL COLLAGE 
 
The difference between traditional cultures and the modern world is something I think 
about a lot and is an important idea in my artworks. In my artworks, I am experimenting 
to find a way of representing a balance between my cultural identity and recent 
experiences in my life. My abstract paintings explore the relationship between these two 
traditions. But there is another area of my work that also looks at how two cultures 
meet. These are my collage works. They are still inspired by the lines in carpets and 
include small pieces of hand-woven carpets that I have collected from Shiraz. They are 
like pieces of my culture back in my hometown which is part of my culture now, and I 
use them with my abstract paintings. 
 
In this chapter, I look at two artists whose work speaks about connections between two 
cultures in different ways, Sarah Rahbar and Hossein Vallamanesh. 
 
Sarah Rahbar 
Sarah Rahbar is an Iranian American artist who works with different materials and 
objects. She was born in Iran and lived there for many years before moving to the 
United States. Her work is a reflection of intercultural experiences through her life and 
speaks about her experience of coming from the East and the challenges of living in 
West.  
 
Rahbar’s work has been widely shown internationally and is held in multiple collections 
worldwide. Her works range from photography to installations and sculpture and can be 
thought of as a biography talking about her background and her multicultural 
experiences. The works that interest me are the ones where she has used different pieces 
of textiles sewed together to make a collage. For instance, in (Fig 15), Flag #19, 
Memories without recollection, in this series of her works, she uses the American flag 
as a symbol of the emotional relationship that she has had with the idea of being a 
citizen of the United States. In the flag pieces, we can see the various attempts to make 
the American flag with Iranian folk textile and collected objects. In her final works, the 
symbolism became much heavier, and the works develop to become sculptures that are 
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constructed out military and army textiles.43 Memory and other national symbols are 
mixed in a very direct way, deconstructing personal history and national symbols, 
crossing the borders of imagination. 
 
 
Figure 15. Sara Rahbar, Flag #19, Memories without recollection, 2008, 80 x 46 inch, 
accessed September 15, 2017, https://www.sararahbar.com/flags. 
 
The American flag is a symbol that has been very much in focus in recent times as the 
idea of multiculturalism, and the immigrant experience has been the center of political 
debate for several decades. For some Americans, the flag represents the nation as it is 
and they do not want too many different cultures to be allowed to become citizens. For 
others, it is a symbol of a country that has been made by immigrants and which is still a 
place that offers the idea of freedom to people around the world. These two meanings 
are at the center of a fierce political debate. This is one of the reasons why Rahbar’s flag 
series was very successful and received a lot of international recognition. This is also 
why her work is important to me.44 
                                                     
43 Rahbar, "Artist Statement ". https://www.sararahbar.com/artist-statement. 
44 Ibid. 
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Figure 16. Sara Rahbar, all is hidden with me, and I open my mouth, but not a word, 
2010, 44x61 inches, Textiles, accessed September 15, 2017, 
https://www.sararahbar.com/war. 
 
 
Figure 17. Sara Rahbar, Flag #32, did you see what love did to us once again, 2008, 
73x47 inches, accessed September 15, 2017, https://www.sararahbar.com/war. 
 
“I have this deep obsession with piecing and attaching things together. My obsession 
with flags and war stems from my need to understand the need for belonging.  
In the end, we are all just visiting, and we all come to this world alone, and we leave 
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alone. But while we are here we try so desperately to belong to something, to someone 
and to somewhere.” Sarah Rahbar, https://www.sararahbar.com/artist-statement.  
 
Hossein Vallamanesh 
Another artist whose work has influenced me is Hossein Vallamanesh. He is an Iranian-
Australian artist who moved to Perth in 1973. Before he moved to Adelaide in 1975, he 
spent many months in the Aboriginal communities at Papunya and Warburton. He uses 
different media for his artworks from painting and collage to installation and sculpture.  
His art distinguished by using of ordinary materials like flames, leaves, branches, mud, 
seeds, and landscape around him to engage his artworks. His practice demonstrates a 
constant exchange among past and present. He is inspired by his memories of Iran and 
his individual experiences here in Australia.45 In his work, he uses natural materials and 
objects to produce a visual poetry that mirrors his background and cultural experiences 
from his hometown. Tracing the shadow was an exhibition of his artworks from the 
1990s to 2002. One of the pieces called Longing Belongings (1997 exhibited at MCA in 
2002.46 
 
 
Figure 18. Hossein Valamanesh, Longing Belonging, 1997, color photograph, 99 x 99 
cm, Persian carpet, Black velvet, 215 x 305 cm, image courtesy of the artist.  
                                                     
45 Keshmirshekan, Contemporary Iranian Art, New Perspectives.318-319. 
46 "Hossein Valamanesh," Museum of Contemporary Art, 
https://www.mca.com.au/collection/artist/valamanesh-hossein/. 
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Figure 19. Hossein Valamanesh, The lover circles his own heart, 1993. MCA 2005.Silk, 
electric motor, foam, brass rod, stainless steel cable, wood, poem 210 × 210 × 210cm 
approx. Accessed September 15, 2017, 
https://www.mca.com.au/collection/work/2005.4A-C/  
 
Collage in my work 
My recent paintings are the combination of lines and textiles which I am sewing onto 
my paintings which are like pieces of my culture sewing back together. I work with oil 
color with a focus on mixed media, and various types of textiles, wool and some 
collected objects on the canvas. 
 
My paintings are part of my culture which shows the influence of Iranian carpets when I 
was in Iran and the effect of modern art when I went to the art school. I have a woven 
version of my paintings on the floor, and that’s like a shifting back and forward between 
my cultural roots, my belonging to both East and West.  
 
These new directions are inspired by my experience at art school. Being at Sydney                    
College of the Arts has made me more aware of the shared global culture of the west. 
Like my exploration of diaspora identity I now understand how complex the new way 
that culture is experienced and passed down from generation to generation.  
 
My paintings come from my cultural roots because I have lived through a diaspora 
experience. To me, they are clearly Iranian. And Iran is very diverse because it is also 
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many traditions unified together in a complex carpet. Carpet pieces in my collage series 
are represented of nomadic existence. Each small pieces of carpet a reminder of Eastern 
tradition brought with me to Australia, uniting East and West. 
 
 
 
Figure 20. Farina Salehi, Dancing with colors, 2015-2016, Collage and mixed media, 
120 x150 cm. Exhibited at The Other Art Fair Sydney 2015 and Examination Exhibition 
at the Sydney College of the Arts, SCA 2017. 
 
 
Turquoise series 
I see myself as both Iranian and Australian and I believe that my ‘Turquoise’ series 
expresses this well. Similar to my other paintings in the collage series, the theme is 
consistently about travel and movement. With movement expressed as methodology. 
 
The use of bitumen in my turquoise work relates to the long road I have travelled to 
arrive at this stage of my life in Australia.  
My original home united with my new home. The viewer will see my story unfold, 
embracing two traditions, intertwining and weaving my culture into my artwork. 
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Figure 21. Farina Salehi, Turquoise series, 2017, Bitumen and mixed media, 30 x 30 
cm. Exhibited at Examination Exhibition at the Sydney College of the Arts, SCA 2017. 
 
 
Figure 22. Farina Salehi, Turquoise series, 2017, Bitumen and mixed media, 30 x 30 
cm. Exhibited at Examination Exhibition at the Sydney College of the Arts, SCA 2017. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
I born in Iran, lived in Shiraz one the most historical cities in Iran. Then I moved to 
Australia which is one of the most multicultural countries in the world. Here there are 
many languages and many ways of seeing the world. It is a place where the idea of 
identity in the modern world and migrant experience is talked about and discussed. 
Identity is a word and a concept that is not easy to pin down.  But it is still something 
that is open to thinking about even if it is difficult. We face this in our everyday life 
through the internet, news and migrant experiences and it is this paradox between 
traditional culture and modernity that I have explored in my paintings. 
 
Even though I am from Iran, it doesn’t mean that this is my only cultural tradition or 
even my main cultural perspective. I feel very connected to my hometown, but there is 
also another layer of experience in my life that comes from living in another country. 
This is the diaspora experience, and it is shared by a large part of the world’s population 
in modern times. People move and live in different contexts more often. This is how the 
world is now. This is why I made the cultural exchange the focus of my thesis. Many 
different ideas have fed into my art practice and have been used for inspiration. Art 
offers an opportunity to take influences and fuse them together to make something new 
and positive. It can be very interesting when art is produced when very different 
cultures start to interact. 
 
As I have outlined in my thesis, I am interested in researching cultural traditions and 
using these to inform my art. In my works, I have experimented with ways in which 
cultural roots can be used to create a diaspora perspective on contemporary life. I come 
from a culture were lots of the creative activities are craft-based; so I have respect the 
craft tradition and explored ways to translate this respect into my practice. 
 
I have taken the different influences and looked at ways in which they overlapped. This 
meant thinking about how weavers and painters had acted as artists and finding 
common ground. I used this research to make my paintings. For example, I thought 
about how I created my workpieces so that they responded to the edge of the canvas. 
This was intuitive in the beginning, but it became a part of my work that I was more 
conscious of. I looked at the idea of stitches and lines in my work as a common 
aesthetic and as a metaphor for connecting. I tried to join tribal weaves with abstract 
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western style painting while at the same time retaining the tension between the two 
spaces. At times my work becomes highly abstract while at other times it refers back to 
tribal life; it is a combination of strands that are simultaneously one and many. 
 
That’s a reason why I decided to make a rug based on one of my paintings. This reflects 
the paradox that is part of my life. I felt presenting my painting on the floor and having 
a rug on the wall is a way of showing that cultural exchange is simple and but it makes 
us consider many things at the same time. 
 
Many theories and politics of the 20th century considered ‘Western Thinking’ to be a 
way of living that was taking over and destroying other cultures. While this is certainly 
true in some ways in the 21st century, it now seems more complicated than one kind of 
‘thinking’ taking over another kind of ‘thinking.' What seems important now is how 
things get combined to make a response to the new challenges the world faces. People 
see how the old traditions can endure and be carried on in new forms. Although conflict, 
racism, and war between cultures and peoples can still be found everywhere, (just as 
they always existed in the past) there now is also a new way of thinking about 
belonging to a ‘global culture’ for the new generations in many different countries 
around the world because of the internet and mass media. 
 
Modern art is very much part of western thinking. But over time we see paradoxically 
that it too was influenced by traditional cultures and took things from them even if they 
didn’t fully understand what they were doing. Jackson Pollock’s being inspired by 
Native Indian sand painting is just one example. It can be the modern art, and now 
contemporary art is a place where things mix together in a ‘positive’ way. Technology 
and communication change our culture. 
 
This is the position I take because of my personal experience. Now that I am living in 
Sydney I want to use my art to negotiate these differences between past and present and 
make them as part of my painting practice. It is an exciting dilemma. Nowadays, living 
in the multicultural country, we have to be open to other cultures. We also have to have 
to be generous. I found Sydney College of the art to be a great example of the 
generosity of accepting students with different background and culture putting their 
works on exhibition for everyone to see. 
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Multiculturalism involved in the negotiation of space and place and making art requires 
a great deal of imagination. This is why artists are so important because they use their 
imaginations to keep developing a new way of being in the world and giving meaning 
and essence to it. 
 
This is how I feel about my art and what it should try to do for community and culture 
in general. The way that I look at it is if artists don’t keep doing work the culture will 
die and become stagnant. The richness of what we see as humans, no matter what our 
culture or ethnicity has been built up over many years; and it can also be a way of 
negotiating our differences and similarities with one another.  
 
I see the intercultural exchange as a productive space. These two elements exist side by 
side in my work. Transcultural literature in my work comes from mixing two cultures 
and traditions back in Iran and now here in Australia.  
 
My paintings started in Iran and developed in Australia. The journey took me outside of 
my usual way of thinking and made me appreciate why we always need a fresh way of 
seeing that stops us falling back and relying only on old ways of thinking. We need to 
challenge our expectations to make the complex patterns out of our differences.  Going 
back to the carpets with their interwoven woof and weft, I like to think of my paintings 
as adding different colored threads to the place called Australia. 
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Catalogue of Works Presented for Examination Exhibition at Sydney College of 
the Arts (SCA): 
1- Path to paradise, 2015. Oil and Bitumen on canvas, 120 x 150 cm.  
 
 
 
2- Weaving the memories series, 2016. Sewing on the canvas, 120 x 90 cm. 
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3- Dancing with colors, 2015-2016  
Collage and mixed media, 120 x150 cm. 
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4- Weaving the memories series, 2017 
Oil and Bitumen on canvas, 120 x 120 cm.  
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5- Madder series, 2017 
Oil, and Bitumen on canvas, 120 x 120cm. 
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6- Shifting back and forward between my cultural roots East and West, 2017                             
Rug to painting and back, wool pile, 100x100 
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7- Turquoise series, 2017  
Bitumen and Acrylic on canvas, 30 x 30 cm. 
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8- Turquoise series, 2017  
Bitumen and Acrylic on canvas, 102 x 102 cm. 
 
 
